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ABSTRACT: 
 
This paper examines a Doctoral journey of interdisciplinary exploration, explication, 
examination...and exasperation.  In choosing to pursue a practice-led doctorate I had 
determined from the outset that ‘writing 100,000 words that only two people ever read’, was 
not something which interested me.  Hence, the oft-asked question of ‘what kind of 
doctorate’ I was engaged in, consistently elicited the response, “a useful one”. 
 
In order to satisfy my own imperatives of authenticity and usefulness, my doctoral research 
had to clearly demonstrate relevance to; productively inform; engage with; and add value to: 
wider professional field(s) of practice; students in the university courses I teach; and the 
broader community - not just the academic community.  
 
Consequently, over the course of my research, the question, ‘But what makes it Doctoral?’ 
consistently resounded and resonated.  Answering that question, to satisfy not only the 
traditionalists asking it but, perhaps surprisingly, some academic innovators - and more 
particularly, myself as researcher - revealed academic/political inconsistencies and issues 
which challenged both the fundamental assumptions and actuality of practice-led research. 
 
This paper examines some of those inconsistencies, issues and challenges and provides at 
least one possible answer to the question: ‘But what makes it Doctoral?’ 
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Introduction: 
 
At a recent Australian Government early career research ‘roundtable’, my round-the-table 
introduction posed the question: “3½ years of doctoral research, informed by 3½ decades of 
professional practice – does that qualify one as an Early Career Researcher?”  
 
Completed in mid 2009, my practice-led, multi-media, Doctor of Creative Industries sought to 
explore, identify and exploit ways in which disparate, apparently unconnected disciplines 
intersect, interact and inform each other rather than conflict, thus adding value to each 
respectively and all collectively.  Integrating music, mime and corporate communication, the 
Doctorate represents an embodiment of multi/inter-disciplinarity, and whilst ultimately 
immensely gratifying, this Doctoral journey was equally tinged with some exasperation, not 
with the research itself, but rather with the political landscape within which that research 
existed. 
 
In choosing to pursue a practice-led doctorate I had determined from the outset that ‘writing 
100,000 words that only two people ever read’, was not something which interested me.  
Hence, the oft-asked question of ‘what kind of doctorate’ I was engaged in elicited the 
response: “a useful one”. Against the background of my professional/academic career and 
priorities, investigations into pursuing a traditional PhD led to the conclusion that the kind of 
Doctorate from which “Academics read papers to colleagues who do not listen and then 
publish them in journals nobody reads” (Hamelink, 2008. p. 5) would not satisfy my self-
imposed imperatives.  Consequently, over the course of my research, the question, ‘but what 
makes it Doctoral?’ consistently resounded and resonated.  Subsequent to completion, it has 
come to my attention that this is not the first time this kind of question has arisen, neither is it 
likely to be the last.  It seems that questions of ‘what makes it doctoral’ have been asked by, 
and of, academics for well over a decade.  Given that time span and discussion, what is for 
me both surprising and disturbing is that the question had not been resolved by the time it 
arrived at my own doctoral doorstep. Notwithstanding the debate, actually living the practice-
led process since has provided one possible answer to that question: ‘But What Makes It 
Doctoral?’ 
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Practice-Led Doctorates: 
 
Recent research on the shape of doctoral degrees by Boud & Tennant (2006), clearly argues 
that “Doctoral education is undergoing a period of intense change...and the need for 
doctorates to support innovation and economic development is being actively promoted” (p. 
293).  And the rapid diversification in doctoral degrees which has been particularly in 
evidence in Australia and the UK over the past ten years (p. 295) demonstrates a significant 
increase in offering and completion of practice-led (or practice-based) doctorates. 
 
These changes are being driven by stakeholders, including the Australian government and 
the wider professional community, indicating a recognition by both Government and that 
professional community that the traditional PhD needs and continues to undergo “critical 
appraisal” (p. 293) in terms of the relevance and applicability of the ‘academic’ doctorate to 
wider enquiry, and consequently its benefit (or otherwise) to the community and professions.  
Some scholars however “challenge the policy assertion that changes in doctoral level 
studies are a direct reflection of changes in labour market demands” (Servage, 2009), and 
question the motives of institutions offering more flexible practice-led/based doctorates, 
suggesting that they “reflect expanded entrepreneurial behaviour by universities rather than 
labour market demand for more doctorates” (p. 776).  As someone who has actually lived 
the practice-led doctorate process, I would concur that whilst they may indeed be “products 
of complex interactions between governments, industry, institution and students”, and there 
may be questions of the entrepreneurial vs educational philosophy of the institutions offering 
them, what is certainly true from the point of view of the candidate, is that “doctoral studies 
are undertaken...for diverse reasons at diverse career stages” (p. 776). 
 
Motivation: 
What is abundantly clear is that this diversity of reasons and motivations for doctoral 
candidates to pursue practice-led research in preference to the traditional PhD goes well 
beyond just laying the groundwork for a career in academia.  As noted by Edwards, et.al. 
(2009. p. 4), from an historical point of view of the institutions: 
 
Although universities traditionally focused on equipping HDR graduates with pure, theoretical 
and discipline focused knowledge (Gibbons et al., 1994), in recent years the focus of higher 
education has shifted to more contextualised, applied and cross-­‐disciplinary forms of research 
 
(Edwards, Radloff & Coates, 2009) 
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This shift of emphasis from that ‘pure theoretical and discipline’ focus to one more aligned 
with the needs of the professions and more particularly those of the candidates themselves, 
is underlined by Boud & Tennant (p. 295): 
 
to see the trajectories of candidates in terms of ‘research training’...is to misjudge what 
attracts individuals to doctoral study. The desire for personal satisfaction and intellectual 
stimulation and for recognition and acknowledgement by others of unique and sophisticated 
achievements is a central consideration 
 
(Boud & Tennant, 2006) 
 
Certainly in my own case, that ‘desire for personal satisfaction and intellectual stimulation’, 
together with setting oneself some significant professional challenges - and the 
professional/personal satisfaction of achieving those - were primary motivating forces.  In 
addition, my professional practice, spanning some three decades, together with finding 
myself teaching fulltime into creative industries university courses, generated a certain 
degree of pressure (internal and external) to complete a doctoral qualification.  The prospect 
of applying a professionally informed perspective to my research might also prove useful to 
my students as well as the wider academy.  Consistent with the statistical trend indicating 
that some 75% of doctoral graduates in Australia are employed outside the academic 
sector1, I wanted my qualification to both reflect and be applicable to broader professional 
disciplines – not just academia. 
 
This move towards equipping HDR graduates not only with the skills to become autonomous, 
successful researchers, but also with the skills needed to be an effective communicator, 
project manager and leader suggest that universities are playing a large role in producing 
highly skilled individuals, ready to contribute to the success of Australia’s knowledge-­‐based 
economy.   
 
(Edwards, Radloff & Coates, 2009.  p. 4) 
 
There is, in my considered view, an inherent and demonstrable ‘usefulness’ in bringing 
practical professional experience to the academic context.  What students demonstrably 
expect, indeed demand of academics, beyond academic qualifications, is currency of 
knowledge based in actual real-world professional practice, experience and achievement. 
                                                
1 Source: Australian Council for Education Research, in ‘Supply, Demand and Characteristics of the Higher 
Degree by Research Population in Australia’  by Edwards, Radloff & Coates (2009) 
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Academic Rigour, Professional Relevance: 
Professor Richard Blythe (2009), Head of School, Architecture & Design at RMIT University, 
poses the very pertinent question: “What is the difference between a PhD at the start of a 
career, and a PhD at the peak of a career?” That research informed by a lengthy career of 
significant professional practice is inherently of greater value than research conducted by 
researchers who may have experienced little or no actual practice, certainly bears 
discussion.  Indeed, in professional and creative disciplines, it is practice which creates new 
knowledge.  It is through those described by Blythe as ‘venturous practitioners’ that problem-
solving in practice inspires/demands innovation, often taking some time to filter back to the 
university/academy to inform innovative pedagogy.  This reverses the traditional view that 
the “custodians of public knowledge production” (Seddon, 2001. p. 329) reside solely within 
the halls of academia. 
 
Fundamentally, Blythe argues that when you draw something you learn something about 
that thing that you didn’t know before you started to draw it.  This notion is paralleled in other 
artistic fields.  New ideas emerge by beginning to type a script; by beginning to play a 
melody on an instrument; by beginning to move across the stage; by beginning to sketch a 
storyboard frame, rather than simply by waiting for inspiration to ‘arrive’.  It is through such 
‘venturous’ beginnings that ideas, innovation and new knowledge are created.  Theory, 
according to Dronsfield (2009, p. 2), cannot stand alone, it is made manifest through 
practice: 
 
art practice shows something about art theory that the theory ‘in itself’ is unable to...or rather, 
that there is no such thing as theory ‘in itself’ which is adequate to itself, not even 
‘theoretically’. 
 
(Dronsfield, 2009) 
 
Crucial as rigorous theory is, there is no substitute for applying that theory to the practical, 
real-world environment, where its validity is tested and not uncommonly amended, adjusted, 
and occasionally jettisoned completely to be entirely re-thought.  This is action research.  
This practice-led research process, set in the context of the academy, establishes useful 
limits and formalises a structure within which valid, academically rigorous research may take 
place, thereby becoming the testing ground for new ideas ‘embedded in practice’. 
 
The new knowledge thus produced is, according to Lester (2004): 
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more equally rooted in the contexts of the academy, the profession and the workplace or 
practicum... and of Schön's constructionist notion of knowledge, where research and practice 
coexist in a cyclic or spiral relationship: practice gives rise to new knowledge, which in turn 
informs changes in practice...it takes a more situated view of the research process and the 
centrality of the practitioner within it. 
(Lester, 2004. pp. 1-2) 
 
Why should this research be of inherently less value or validity than a theory untested in 
practice?  Does resistance to the whole notion of practice-led research, however justified, 
distil down to a simple question of professional status, of ‘knowledge snobbery’? 
 
The question to ask, then, is whether the professional doctorate swims in the same status 
‘pool’ as the conventional PhD...it may be argued that the positional value or relative status of 
the professional doctoral degree is of less importance, both to the holder of the accreditation 
and to his or her employer...Thus, degree holders who do not require high status and 
recognition value to come out of their doctoral studies may indeed be content with a 
professional doctorate that is not a serious status contender in academic circles (emphasis 
added) 
(Servage, 2009. pp. 774-775) 
 
 
From my own point of view however - whatever the academic arguments over the relative 
authenticity, value and status of practice-led research - the frame-working, scaffolding and 
creation of new knowledge through experiential research within the academic/professional 
context was, in my case as both multi-disciplinary professional artist and lecturer/researcher, 
the only realistic doctoral option. 
 
Recently, forms of doctorate have emerged that are not geared to specific professions or 
disciplines and are used by senior practitioners as vehicles for professional extension and for 
addressing complex work issues. 
(Costley & Lester, 2008. p. 1) 
 
However, looking beyond just my own context, beyond those academic arguments, the 
entire question of what constitutes legitimate knowledge may in fact reflect an even broader 
cultural phenomenon. 
 
Academic Suspicion: 
Whilst unanimous agreement amongst academics and intellectuals may be impossible to 
achieve there is one perhaps uniquely Australian phenomenon upon which some of our 
greatest minds concur.  That in Australia, being described as ‘intellectual’ is an insult (Jones, 
1998b; Horne, 1990), and “is regularly used as a term of abuse” (Justice Kirby quoting 
Taggart/Kramer, 2004).  This sceptical suspicion of academia was recently demonstrated by 
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one of our more ‘colourful’ politicians who, in response to a scientific taskforce committee of 
enquiry not arriving at his expected outcome, commented that, “academics often just take to 
sipping wine and thinking about retirement to the coast” (Heffernan, 2010).  Yet to be 
subjected to some serious academic research – conducted presumably by academics poring 
over their data with a Chardonnay in one hand and suntan lotion in the other - this sweeping 
generalisation is, true or not, indicative of the kind of attitude more prevalent in our society 
than we would perhaps wish. 
 
A more personalised illustration: In the spirit of commercialisation, for one of my research 
outputs – a music album featuring some extraordinary guest musicians in a unique 
collaborative process - I mentioned to a music distributor that two international ‘jazz legends’ 
had both awarded the album High Distinctions in its doctoral context.  The merest hint of an 
academic connection elicited another ‘colourful’ response: “Geez mate, this is the f**king real 
world”.  Whilst perhaps reflecting a ‘philistine view’, academia might have to accept some 
responsibility for this apparently widely-shared perception.  Some academics may indeed 
alienate the wider community by tunnel-visioning themselves into “excessively narrow 
specializations” (Servage, 2009).  As eminent intellectual Dr Barry Jones (1998) suggests, 
“academics then become wary about applying their knowledge or analytical skills outside 
their precise expertise”, morphing into a “superspecialist…(who) talks and writes in a coded 
private language which can be interpreted by his/her peers, not by a broader community” 
(Jones, 1998a. p. 12). 
 
However, it is not just “philistine elements in the media” (Jones, 1998a. p. 8) who espouse 
this kind of suspicious, sceptical view.  Less than charitable perceptions of academia have 
extended to some academics themselves – and not just in Australia: 
 
 There is a great deal of similarity between academics and autists.  The personality disorder 
known as autism is characterised by the incapacity to explain what the autistic person wants, 
where she or he is seemingly deaf to the voices of others, prefers to play alone, is mostly 
uninterested in others, indifferent to the outside world, ill-equipped for social interaction, 
obsessed by certain routines, and compulsively stacks or lines up objects.  This is a fairly 
accurate description of the academic community.  Most academics have great difficulty in 
explaining what their research is about, they cannot listen, they are soloists who prefer 
competition over cooperation, they are not very good communicators, and they obsessively 
follow certain methodological routines and stack or line up paradigms, models and schemes. 
 
(Hamelink, 2008. p. 6) 
 
 
Whilst we can all appreciate the greatness of Shakespeare, there is no way of effectively 
verifying whether or not a particular Shakespearean theory is remotely valid, yet an entire 
©2009/10 ‘But What Makes It Doctoral?’   Dr Christiaan Willems 3 October 2010 
 
11/23 
academic industry has emerged around theoretical questions of what ‘authentic 
Shakespeare’ might or might not be.  Entirely unprovable, this represents the ‘no-risk’ option, 
with authenticity challenged only by other Shakespeare scholars, whose own theories might 
be utterly contradictory, yet equally valid.  However, looking beyond Shakespeare scholars – 
some of whom readily acknowledge that, locked in a rehearsal room with a script, a cast of 
actors and an opening night deadline, they might struggle to know where to start - I prefer 
the notion put by Shakespeare practitioner of vast international reputation, Jonathan Miller, 
whose productions “are particularly noted for his ability to bring classic works vividly alive for 
modern audiences” (Bragg. 1995), that that performance “which most closely resembled the 
one which least distressed Shakespeare at the time...the one where he said 'well that'll 
do'...” (Miller, 1995), would be the most ‘authentic’. 
 
Another long-dead artist (not quite as long-dead as Shakespeare) has also recently become 
the subject of academic research.  With absolutely no evidence to support the assertion, I 
suspect that when John Lennon wrote “All You Need is Love”, he is unlikely to have given a 
great deal of conscious thought to his lyrics being:  
 
viewed as an irreducibly intermedial phenomenon…...demonstrat(ing)...the immediate 
pertinence of various aspects of literary analysis, criticism and theory to the understanding of 
literary texts…a new, 'intermedial' as well as dialectically 'deconstructive' reading of Lennon's 
lyrics…of which Lennon's song offers a tauntingly complex as well as multifarious 
instance…largely at odds with the surprisingly unanimous previous reception of the song as a 
pithy, but also a naively simple and idealistic, slogan-like statement, as it were, of the basic 
tenet and gist of the hippies' philosophy in the late sixties…a more balanced appreciation of 
what Lennon was actually out to do in this highly interesting and 'literary' song, while earlier 
readings are shown to have been prompted…(by)…stereotypically cliched expectations and 
prejudices, which were compounded by the song's intricate textual as well as musical 
conception…. 
 
(Keiper, 2007) 
 
Is this the one correct interpretation of Lennon’s three-minute pop song?  Is there any way of 
proving ‘what Lennon was actually out to do’ - when he is no longer here to ask?  Is the 
question relevant to anyone other than the academic asking it?  Is there some ‘authentic 
meaning’ which Lennon himself missed, and only academics are capable of unlocking the 
real truth?  I would argue that there is far greater authenticity, truth, knowledge and validity 
embedded in the embroidery of an apron fashioned by WWII POW’s, than there is in an 
academic paper written about those same POW’s by academics not even on the planet 
during WWII.  At least some WWII survivors - who have certainly lived their practice-led 
research - are still alive to verify or deny the academic theories. 
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As with any discussion, debate or discourse however, there is always more than one view.    
And, irrespective of cynicism about self-indulgent, out-of-touch, ivory tower elitism, in the 
final analysis ‘research-for-research-sake’ is crucial, to retain the capacity to “explore a 
tantalising possibility” (Willems, 2007. p. 44) – wherever that might lead. 
 
As Jones (2003) quite rightly argues: 
 
 you've got to get away from the idea of the commodification of knowledge. The idea that 
knowledge is simply... a traded good... it's more than that...it's human development of the 
highest level (for) its own sake...for our own understanding of the human condition. 
 (Jones, 2003) 
 
As long as that research and knowledge is authentic; drawing upon authentic data and 
authentic experience, then this is something which is difficult to argue with?  Indeed, this 
kind of authentic enquiry is “the kind of self-examination and reflexive thought that makes 
academic life worth living” (Hamelink, 2008). 
 
Commercial Viability: 
However, as Jones suggests, ‘commodification’ is alive and well – certainly in the 
government-promoted ‘Smart State’, within the ‘Clever Country’ in which I live.  It is 
manifested in unmistakable pressure on both arts and research sectors, to produce 
immediate commercial outcomes. 
 
There is a strong policy emphasis on the link between research, innovation and economic 
performance...The commercialization of research and the ‘route to market’ are now seen as 
important considerations in the justification of research funding, and there is a greater focus 
on identifiable research outcomes for both academics and doctoral students 
 
(Boud & Tennant, 2006. p. 294) 
 
 
Depending on one’s definition of ‘immediate’, I would argue that this kind of pressure has the 
effect, on both art and research, of potentially diminishing quality, depth and value.  It is 
therefore imperative that research, like art, is permitted, within reason, to be allowed to run 
its course, to go where it will, to explore that ‘tantalising possibility’, however long that might 
take.  
 
 ‘Australian-of-the-Year’ 2006, Professor Ian Frazer’s immensely successful development of 
a cervical cancer vaccine, the eventual commercialisation of which sees it “now approved in 
©2009/10 ‘But What Makes It Doctoral?’   Dr Christiaan Willems 3 October 2010 
 
13/23 
over 110 countries with annual sales exceeding $1.5 billion in 2007” (Diamantina Institute, 
accessed 1/03/2010), illustrates the point.  Taking some 20 years to commercial 
development stage, this kind of scientific/medical research, and ultimate commercial 
success, was clearly not driven by an expectation of ‘immediate commercial outcomes’.  
Two decades of “challenges, achievements, disappointments, resistance, serendipitous 
moments, and lessons learnt” (Frazer, 2006) throughout the process, and its ultimate 
success, were presumably a function of having time, of not succumbing to external 
pressures for immediate commercial outcomes. 
 
Whilst this is but one research project, albeit a globally significant one, in broader research 
terms the ‘success’ figures of scientific research are disturbing.  To paraphrase Professor 
Frazer (2006):  
 
For every: 
• 10,000 good ideas 
• 1000 can be reduced to a practical innovation, of those… 
• 100 will work in the real world, of those… 
• 10 will be commercially viable, of those… 
• 1 will make it into the market, of those… 
• 0.1 will be a ‘blockbuster’ (> $1bn/year) 
 
This is a sobering concept, but one which confirms that a longer term view is required for 
viable research to achieve both depth and, ultimately, commercial success.  Although some, 
particularly politicians manipulating public popularity and purse-strings might argue that 
immediate commercial outcomes are paramount, recent research demonstrates that in fact it 
is not the short-term but the longer term view which is most likely to achieve success, both 
research and commercial: 
 
We find that selection into the HHMI investigator program - which rewards long-term success, 
encourages intellectual experimentation, and provides rich feedback to its appointees - leads 
to higher levels of breakthrough innovation, compared with NIH funding - which is 
characterized by short grant cycles, pre-determined deliverables, and unforgiving renewal 
policies. Moreover, the magnitudes of these effects are quite large 
 
(Azoulay, Graff Zivin & Manso, 2009.  p. 28) 
 
One would hope that in the field of medical science it is neither theory alone nor immediate 
commercial returns which determine outcomes or ‘scientific truths’.  One would hope that the 
theories in medical science are rigorously tested, over time, prior to implementation and 
commercialisation.  One would have thought that the theory behind Thalidomide would have 
been better able to predict the horrors of its implementation.  One can only imagine that the 
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victims of those horrors would have wished for some more rigorous research, over time, to 
test that particular medical theory prior to its implementation and commercialisation in the 
real world - a world which for them has meant a lifetime of gross disfigurement.  Certainly it 
is important that researchers (and artists) have an eye to the commercial; immediate or not.  
However in the interests of research authenticity and validity, perhaps the term ‘commercial 
viability’ (potential or actual), is a more appropriate research funding justification than 
‘commercial outcome’. 
 
And so to my own research: my own exploration of tantalising possibilities; my own test of 
authenticity, my own commercial imperatives. 
 
The Doctorate: 
Structured around three (3) professional projects supported by some 80,000 words of written 
analysis/commentary examining the ‘site and field’ of professional practice, my Doctorate 
situated the research in both an academic framework and the broader professional context.  
The projects spanned disparate but ultimately related fields of practice, with each structured 
as a stand-alone research entity, whilst simultaneously informing and being informed by the 
others. 
 
Projects & Outcomes: 
 
Project 1: ‘Blind Collaboration’ 
- Music Album: ‘Once In A While’ 
- Academic paper 
 
My research-for-research sake indulgence, this project involved the exploration of that 
tantalising possibility, with the capacity to generate an infinite variety of potential outcomes, 
any of which would be equally valid as any other. 
 
 
Project 2: ‘Music, Mime & Metamorphosis’ 
- VODcasts (x 30) 
- Academic paper 
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Inter-disciplinary interaction between one artistic form (mime) and an apparently unrelated 
other (music) through the application of detailed mime performance techniques to musical 
performance; to enhance performance confidence, stage presence and audience 
engagement. 
 
 
Project 3: The Stylised Version of You® 
- Professional Workbook 
- VODcasts (x 9) 
- Academic paper: ‘What’s Mime Got To Do With It?’ 
 
Inter-disciplinary application of an artistic form (mime) to a non-artistic (corporate) context to 
enhance inter-professional communication.  This project embodied the most fundamental 
tenet of ‘Creative Industries’, in which, 
 
creativity can become coupled alongside enterprise and technology to become sectors of 
economic growth, through the commercialisation of creative activity and intellectual property. 
 
(Roodhouse, 2006 - accessed 24/4/2010) 
 
These three projects produced specific, workable, measurable, potentially commercial, multi-
media outcomes, demonstrating the effectiveness of reconciling disparate fields of practice 
by the application of creativity and innovation across those fields of practice. 
 
The Issue: 
In ‘A Manifesto for Performative Research’, Haseman (2006) succinctly argues why practice-
led research is not only valid, but is indeed “the most appropriate research paradigm for all 
forms of artistic practice” (p. 106), and that “the material outcomes of practice (are) all-
important representations of research findings in their own right” (p. 104).  Haseman argues 
that practice-led (performative) research goes beyond manifestation in numbers 
(quantitative), or words (qualitative), and expresses itself most effectively “in forms of 
symbolic data other than words in discursive text (which) include material forms of practice, 
of still and moving images, of music and sound, of live action and digital code” (emphasis 
added), employing a methodology defined (p.103) as “multi-method led by practice”. 
 
Despite this well-argued case, the question of ‘what makes it doctoral?’, was consistently 
being asked of the research which I had, over three years, been conducting; exploring; 
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recording; broadcasting; reflecting upon; writing; VODcasting; presenting at international 
conferences, etc.  Disturbingly, the question was being asked not just by academic 
traditionalists, but also by some of the very academics who consistently argued the case for 
this practice-led approach. 
 
My response articulated what my practice-led research set out to achieve, i.e. the: 
 
• exploration of new and innovative symbioses 
• creation of new professional works, experience, and knowledge 
• relevance to both ‘academic’ and ‘professional’ contexts 
• successful exploration/exploitation of multi/inter-disciplinarity 
• productive utilisation of multi-media forms 
 
And, consistent with one of my central doctoral imperatives, that of having my research read 
by more than two people, each project had two examiners, so at the very least, it achieved 
the distinction of being read by more than two people - six in fact. 
 
And therein lay the issue - the fundamental inconsistency. 
 
Despite those, ‘material outcomes of practice being all-important representations of research 
in their own right’, one of those six examiners clearly demonstrated little understanding of 
practice-led research, stating that they were "not sure what (the material outcome’s) purpose 
was meant to be", despite the fact that their purpose was specifically stated in the writings as 
the principal outcome of the research.  Dismissing the material outcomes as irrelevant, the 
examiner consequently examined the wrong material, in the wrong way, for the wrong 
reasons – i.e. as a traditional PhD.  The material outcomes of the research were thus 
subsumed by their supporting documentation - the very opposite of their intention and 
actuality - negating the entire notion of practice-led research. 
 
As Candlin (2000) argues: 
 
privileging text in relation to research actually reinforces the distinction between them.  
Paradoxically, while this may make the practice-based PhD academically legitimate in the 
most conventional of ways, its overall effect is to reinforce the illegitimacy of art practice as 
research (emphasis added) 
(Candlin, 2000) 
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Whilst I fully support the notion of accompanying written commentary as a legitimate 
mechanism for ongoing reflective analysis, theoretical discussion and objective viewing of 
the work and context, this ‘privileging’ of written text over practice substance became very 
disturbing.  Whilst inconsistency in doctoral examination is not unusual, in this case it is clear 
that five of the six examiners demonstrated “a greater willingness to accept an 
unconventional thesis...one (of) non-traditional form” (Holbrook et. al., 2008. p. 44). 
 
This clearly illustrates the broader issue: 
 
to gain the acceptance of such programs by academics without them reverting de facto to the 
norms of the conventional PhD... they simply reproduce that with which they are familiar... 
The issue that needs to be addressed in this context is how new cultural practices can take 
shape that accept and foster new forms of transdisciplinarity.  
(Boud & Tennant, 2006. p. 302) 
 
 
Is it because “validation of practice-based doctorates would undermine and devalue 
conventional…doctorates” (Candlin, 2000), that there is a “need to protect the significance of 
the (traditional) PhD/DPhil”?  Is there a perceived threat by and to those ‘custodians of public 
knowledge production’, who may feel a need to protect their own knowledge, positions, and 
status? 
 
Not all academics will be equipped for the challenges of this, as their existing frameworks 
about what constitutes legitimate knowledge may be questioned and they may be at points in 
their career where such questioning is unwelcome and will be resisted. 
 
(Boud & Tennant, 2006. p. 303) 
 
 
As I argued at the time, the material outcome was intended to, 
 
relate to its field - i.e. the corporate/professional sector...and not alienate that market with an 
overly 'academic' approach, content, and tone (leaving that to the accompanying academic 
paper)...it is my considered view that one of the things that make it Doctoral is that very 
relevance to the audience(s) for which it is intended... The moment this book begins to read 
like an academic treatise, it will fail - its target audience; myself as author; and (paradoxically) 
academia, because it will serve none of the purposes for which it is intended.  It will satisfy 
no-one. 
 
 
(Willems, email communications 6/12 & 23/12/2008) 
 
In an apparent attempt to ‘justify’ the practice, to ensure the ‘doctoralness’ of the research, 
there existed unmistakable pressure – some subtle, some not so – reflecting a discernible 
drift back to the purely theoretical, the nod to the traditionalists.  Whereas for me what made 
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the research Doctoral was the successful reconciliation of the theory and the practice, of the 
academic and the professional, so as to satisfy both and not pander to one sector at the 
expense of the other, or the practice itself. 
 
In essence, what made and makes it Doctoral for me is: 
• the academic rigour of the research and writing 
• the professional relevance to the field(s) 
• the actuality or potential for commercialisation 
 
Conclusion: 
In this comparatively early evolutionary stage of practice-led research, a degree of ‘guinea-
pigness’ is both an inevitable and in my view acceptable part of the journey, providing - 
despite inconsistencies, uncertainties, and frustrations - a certain degree of blank canvas 
freedom to pursue one’s research through whatever legitimate methodology one chooses.  
Indeed candidates themselves are actually defining practice-led doctorates by the very 
nature of their respective research projects. 
 
Guinea-pigness aside however, at no stage did I define my practice-led doctorate as a 
conventional PhD, either in my approach to it, or the research outcomes emerging from it.  
At no stage did anyone suggest that the written text accompanying the practice might 
subsume that practice, with the disturbingly possible consequence that this practice-led 
doctorate might morph into a watered-down, text-based, de facto PhD, with a few bits of 
practice hanging off that higher status, more privileged, written text. 
 
As long as it remains, 
 
yet unclear how the acquisition of a practice-based PhD can benefit a candidate beyond 
solely personal pleasure in working...What practice-based PhDs are for...is something that the 
institutions need to address” (Candlin 2000). 
 
And the need to address this issue remains as strong in 2010 as it did in 2000. 
 
In describing my Doctorate as “3½ years of research, informed by 3½ decades of practice”, I 
find myself repeating the question:  Why, in the eyes of certain academics, is this of 
inherently less value than three years of Doctoral ‘apprenticeship’ within the bounds of a 
university, perhaps supervised by academics who may have never actually practiced in the 
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field to which the research relates? 
 
In my view, academia is doing itself a serious disservice by closing its mind (and doors) to 
credible, high-level, practice-led research on the basis that it is not ‘rigorous’.  Research can 
only be truly rigorous through its application in real-world contexts, when it is ‘peer-reviewed’ 
by practice.  Academia is doing itself a serious disservice through “excessively narrow 
specialisations” (Servage, 2009) which may hold little relevance to anybody other than the 
researchers themselves, whilst simultaneously dismissing practice-led research which is 
actually or potentially useful to the wider professions and community.  Academia does itself 
a serious disservice by maintaining ‘intellectual exclusivity’, regarding itself as the sole 
“custodians of public knowledge production, (with a) duty to protect public knowledge 
production for the benefit of all” (Seddon 2001, p. 329)  
 
Whilst I fully support the notion of research-for-research-sake, there comes a point at which 
the question; ‘just how valuable is this research?’ has to be asked, and answered.  A useful 
measure might be: How many people give a toss?  How many people actually care about or 
benefit from this research? Of what use is it: culturally; socially; economically; professionally; 
publicly?  Surely relevance and benefit to the real world ‘out there’, beyond the narrow 
confines and insularity of the academy, become factors in determining research authenticity 
and usefulness.  Ultimately, ‘theory’ has to be tested.  And it is through testing “creative work 
undertaken on a systematic basis (that we) increase the stock of knowledge of humanity, 
culture and society, and the use of this stock of knowledge to devise applications” 
(Australian Research Council, 2008. p. 1). 
 
As a professional artist I have consistently maintained the philosophy that artists have three 
overriding responsibilities: 
1. to satisfy oneself as an artist 
2. to engage a public audience 
3. to develop their artform and the culture within which it is situated 
 
I would equally argue that the researcher has three overriding responsibilities: 
1. to satisfy oneself as a researcher 
2. to engage with and serve the public interest as broadly as possible 
3. to develop new knowledge in, of, and for, their field and the culture within which it is 
situated 
 
In art or research, if any of these factors are missing, we are potentially left with disengaged, 
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self-indulgent, regurgitated nothingness, which may in some cases be financially rewarding, 
but may contribute virtually nothing of relevance.  There is a balance to be struck, in order 
that we as academics may contribute something of value to humanity. 
 
What is needed is relevant, useful, authentic research. 
 
Students come to academics because they are both perceived and marketed as ‘experts’.  In 
my own view those academics need to be authentic experts.  By this I mean that academics 
need to be able to demonstrate, at the highest levels, not only academic/theoretical 
knowledge, but also professional expertise: both in equal measure. A balance between 
academic qualifications and professional expertise is critical, because not only do they too 
often not align, but are indeed in conflict.  How many times have we heard, and said, “That’s 
fine in theory but...”? 
 
If the purpose of research is indeed to create ‘new knowledge’, then that new knowledge has 
to be ‘authentic’ new knowledge, which is, in my experience, created through the 
reconciliation of the ‘academic theory’ and the ‘professional reality’. 
 
That is what makes the new knowledge authentic. 
That is what makes it valuable. 
And that is what makes it Doctoral. 
 
 
 
 
Dr. Christiaan Willems GradDipArtsAdmin. GradCertTTL. MA. DCI  
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